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Most scholarship that addresses Octavia E. Butler’s 1979 novel Kindred focuses on its value as a forerunner of the neo-slave narrative in African-American literature, and thus the manner in which traces of the past affect the protagonist’s present in the novel. However, given Butler’s established fixation with the future, I contend that one may also read Kindred from a futurist perspective. I find that Butler’s vision of the future in this novel is pessimistic because the protagonist fails to resist the white, patriarchal authority perpetuated in patrilinear time in a definitive manner, so that the liberatory trajectory of the novel ultimately fails. Because of this, Butler’s pessimistic vision of the future is one in which racism and sexism may well continue to haunt African-American experience. 
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In his novel 1984 George Orwell sums up the power of The Party thus: ‘Who controls the past controls the future; who controls the present, controls the past’ (2004, 309). His dystopian dismissal of free will is born of the belief that time is controlled by those in power: history is rearranged to suit the Party’s political agenda and the future, that utopian space that allows for better alternatives, is inadequate to defy dystopian power structures because it is restricted by the shaping power of the past and present. Those in power therefore control human being through their control of time and what possibilities time may offer humanity. Octavia Butler’s 1979 novel, Kindred, explores much the same problem, albeit from a different perspective than Orwell’s dystopian SF novel. In Kindred the past bleeds into the present and, I argue, affects the future because for all the superficial progress of the present, those in power have not changed substantially and nor have the prejudices they perpetuate.

In Octavia E. Butler’s Kindred her African-American, female protagonist, Edana (Dana) Franklin, travels through time from 1976 to the antebellum days of slavery to save the life of her white, patriarchal, slave-owning ancestor. Not one to shrink from uncomfortable truths and difficult questions, Butler explores the relationship between them, suggesting that the legacy of slavery which connects these two characters through time and space reveals the illusory ‘progress’ of the present for what it is and, I argue, unsettles the promise of the future. It is significant that Kindred is considered canonical by the scholars of two seemingly disparate literary genres: science fiction and African-American literature. The reason for this is that, while science fiction (SF) scholars lay claim to the novel because of its fantastic time travel, scholars in both fields have concentrated on the novel’s value as a forerunner of the neo-slave narrative that emerged in the late twentieth century in the United States (Yaszek 2003, Spaulding 2005, Hampton 2006, Vint 2007, Flagel 2012). As such, much of this current scholarship focuses on the fact that the novel can be read as part of the African-American project to recuperate the past and explore the lingering effects of slavery on contemporary American culture, reminding black and white Americans alike that slavery’s legacy of violence, oppression, racism and sexism is not contained by history but continues to ‘bleed itself into a supposedly enlightened present’ (Steinberg 2004, 468). 

Throughout the novel Butler foregrounds uncomfortable parallels between the worlds of 1976 Los Angeles and 1819 Maryland, firmly establishing that the Emancipation Proclamation has not resulted in ‘freedom’ for black Americans (Vint 2007, 243). She suggests that what freedoms Dana may enjoy in the present are complicated by a persistent racism and sexism embedded in the fabric of everyday American culture, clearly criticising both the past and present. However, what the scholars mentioned above do not acknowledge is that Butler’s vision reveals her scepticism about the future as much as it does her perception of an imperfect present: Dana’s present is, after all, the slaves’ future, and the past continues to shape the future if those in power do not change. That Butler describes at best a contested freedom for raced and gendered individuals in the future is a telling feature of the novel and one I explore in this paper. 

Before I begin my discussion of the text proper, however, it is necessary to note that Kindred’s classification as SF has generated much debate, Butler herself calling it ‘grim fantasy’ (Crossley 1988, xii) rather than science fiction. Given that the novel’s classification as SF is central to my argument, I would therefore like to address this issue very briefly. Although the primary argument against its being SF is that Dana’s method of time travel is not explained scientifically, it is important to point out that there is a small, often overlooked, body of SF that deals specifically with female characters who travel unaided through time. This kind of SF is often dismissed by male critics as ‘bad science fiction’ because it does not abide by the scientific rationale that structures most hard SF (Nahin 1993, 9). However, the anomaly is significant because it occurs in multiple SF novels by female authors (Nahin 1993, 9) who use time travel primarily as a facilitating device to encourage critical thinking about gender, class and race. In her book Alien to Femininity (1987) Marleen Barr suggests that this lack of dependence on technology is precisely what sets female time travellers apart from male ones. She argues that because science has been an arena largely controlled by men, some feminist writers may be loath to have their characters depend on technology. Fantasy and SF scholar Brian Attebery supports her argument, reasoning that ‘the master narrative of science has always been told in sexual terms, [representing] knowledge, innovation and even perception as masculine’1 (Attebery 2000, 134) thus disadvantaging women.

Like these feminist SF authors, Butler may therefore refuse a scientific explanation for Dana’s dislocation in time in order to defy the limits customarily placed on women’s agency. As Barr writes, for the female time traveller, ‘[no] particular mechanical device or specific technological expertise, provides the key to her liberation [;] “masculine” scientific knowledge does not save the day’ (Barr 1987, 44). Therefore Dana, who travels back and forth in time in response to what seems to be a call of blood to blood, may be positioned within this particular tradition of feminist time travel SF. This classification is important because as SF, Kindred may be read in terms of its critical insights into the future.

I suggest this because it is almost an axiom that SF is a ‘literature of the future’ (Fritzsche 2006, 106). In fact, one might argue that from the earliest examples of speculative fiction the guiding motivation of the genre is to establish a space in which we are able to explore what Patrick Parrinder describes as ‘our hunger for foreknowledge and our need to contemplate shadows of the future as part of the process of self-discovery’ (Parrinder 1995, 17). This impulse has led to numerous utopic and dystopic visions in SF which warn us about the consequences of our actions and ask that we change our present course either to achieve the future utopia or avoid the dystopia. 

However, it is also significant to my argument that numerous scholars within the field acknowledge and explore the porous nature of the boundary between the present and future in SF, foregrounding the fact that futures projected by SF authors are necessarily extrapolated from the present and insisting that the future therefore relies on the present to such a degree that divorcing one from the other is problematic. In 1972 Olaf Stapledon wrote that if the ‘imaginative construction of possible futures is to be at all potent (…) [w]e must endeavour not to go beyond the bounds of possibility set by the particular state of culture within which we live’ (11). This sentiment is echoed by Parrinder when he suggests that, ‘the demands of possibility and verisimilitude (…) ensure that the future can only be modelled on what we already know’ (1995, 13) and by Fredric Jameson who ironically claimed that SF ‘[dramatizes] our incapacity to imagine the future’ because its role is primarily to defamiliarise the present (1982, 151). These theorists draw attention to the fact that although fantastic alienation is an essential component of futuristic SF, its visions of the future must reflect enough of the present to encourage recognition and critical thinking in the reader. In this way many SF authors and critics reveal how tightly wound the temporal strands of future, present and past are. 

Recent SF scholarship continues to explore the blurring of the boundary between the present and the future and attributes this trend in contemporary fiction to the fact that as outlandish technologies increasingly saturate our present, ‘the future’ seems to occupy the same moment as the present. Veronica Hollinger describes this as the ‘phenomenology of a present infused with futurity, no longer like itself, no longer like the present’ (2006, 452) and she maintains that ‘science fiction’s founding assumption – that the future will be different from the present – has become outdated. Today the present is different from the present’ (Hollinger 2006, 465). What she observes is that the rate at which change occurs in our present collapses the future into the now so that we live in a state of perpetual alienation from a present we do not recognise. Although the publication of Kindred predates these developments in SF scholarship, I contend that the novel reflects precisely this collapse of future into the present as both come to occupy the same imaginative space in the text. I suggest this because throughout the novel Dana’s movement into the past alienates her from her present, infusing her present with the futurity that Hollinger identifies. It is partly this phenomenon that enables me to read the future in Dana’s present moment and suggest that Kindred belongs among the novels of those ‘science fiction writers, traditionally the ones who prognosticate possible futures, [who] are increasingly setting their fictions in the present’ (Hayles 2005, 149).

There is, however, another temporal aspect of the novel that encourages my future-oriented reading. A recurring concern in futuristic SF is that those in power mediate the mass’s experience of temporality, limiting the actions available to people in time (reflecting the Orwellian sentiments with which this article opens). This concern takes on very specific overtones for some feminist theorists and SF authors during feminism’s second wave (1960-1980), during which Kindred was written and published. During the second wave, theorists such as Julia Kristeva (1979) argued that not only had history been dominated by men but that the west’s experience of time itself had been and was controlled by ‘the patriarchy’ which perpetuated a pervasive, masculinist mode of being that disadvantaged women. In 1978, a year before the publication of Kindred, Mary Daly sums up her response to this phenomenon in a provocative statement that ‘even outer space and the future have been colonised’ (1978, 1) by patriarchal influence, excluding women from these spaces. 

According to these second wave theorists patriarchal, linear time is the time of commerce and the agora and is accepted as ‘natural’ in the west due to the patriarchal domination of western history (Kristeva 1979, Forman and Sowton 1989, x, Milojevic 2008, 335). They also maintain that this time exists ‘in the first place by means of the crucial exclusion or repression of women’ (Deeds Ermath 1989, 39). Although much of this language is problematically broad and essentialist (thus encouraging the post-feminist backlash of the 1980s and 1990s), what these second wave theorists proposed was influential at the time. For example, this perception of patriarchal linear time as disadvantaging women can be clearly identified in Kindred in which Dana’s position is doubly subordinate: firstly as a black person and secondly as a woman. If linear time dominates western experience and is controlled by white men, Dana’s experiences – past, present and future – are limited to what the continuing masculinist white culture allows her to do.

In her recent work on feminist futures, Ivana Milojevic observes that
From its very beginning narratives of linearity, colonisation and domination (over nature, and other peoples) have accompanied the advent of linear, industrial, clock time. Capitalism, industrialism and colonialism, as well as patriarchy, helped with a construction and an imposition of such an approach to time as well as with the attempts to standardise [and] unify global temporal diversity under a banner of hegemonic time. Hegemonic time is western, Christian, linear, abstract, clock dominated, work oriented, coercive, capitalist and anti-[women]. (2008, 333) 
This linking of linear time with colonisation, the establishment of a white hegemony and the privileging of the capitalist agora is reflected in Kindred in which the black bodies of slaves are the capital on which the economy of the white slave owner relies. Here black people are dehumanised, individuals merging into a single, faceless commodity to their white owners, so that the slaves exist outside linear time, subordinate to the wills of their white slave owners whose actions and commercial interests are privileged under this mode of temporality (Hua 2011, 392). And women, too, are denied agency under the weight of this patrilinear time so that when Dana travels back in time to 1819, she is horrified to find herself treated as property: a black woman dangerously vulnerable to the whims of her male, white ancestor. What is curious, however, is that Butler’s carefully crafted parallels between 1819 and 1976 reveal that Dana is not as free as she believes herself to be in post-Civil Rights 1976 America. She is still treated as subordinate in the future/present, partly because of her race and partly because of her gender. In Kindred Butler thus not only explores the overt racism and sexism perpetuated by slavery but foregrounds the fact that, because white men continue to exercise power through that period of history into the present, Dana’s present experience is limited. And because it is possible to trace the progression of certain ideologies and behaviours from the past into the present, one may extrapolate from these Butler’s pessimism regarding Dana’s future and that of her descendants.  

It is curious that Kindred has not generated such a future-oriented reading in previous scholarship, given that all of Butler’s novels, from the Patternist series (1976-84) and the Xenogenesis trilogy (1987-89) to the Parable novels (1993-98) and Fledgling (2005) project raced and gendered experience into science fictional futures and, as such, are future-orientated. This suggests that, while Kindred has yet to be investigated from this angle, this text may also reveal Butler’s well-established fixation with the future. Such a reading is significant because Kindred could then be classified an Afrofuturist text along with Butler’s other works. 

The term ‘Afrofuturism’ was coined in 1994 by cultural critic Mark Dery who defined it as ‘speculative fiction that treats African-American themes’ (136). His definition takes into account the theorising of cultural critics Greg Tate, Kodwo Eshun and Tricia Rose who investigated the growing prevalence of SF themes in the work of black musicians, artists and authors from the 1960s on (Yaszek 2006, 41). More recently, SF theorist Lisa Yaszek suggests that, ‘Afrofuturism appropriates the narrative techniques of science fiction to put a black face on the future. [And in] doing so, it combats those whitewashed visions of tomorrow generated by a global “futures industry” that equates blackness with the failure of progress and technological catastrophe’ (2006, 41). She and others thus draw attention to Afrofuturism’s ability to ‘[reclaim] the history of the past [as well as] the history of the future’ (Yaszek 2005, 300). Authors like Samuel R Delaney, Octavia Butler and Nalo Hopkinson are considered Afrofuturist because they contest the futures produced by most white SF authors and replace them with futures in which the raced experience of African-Americans is foregrounded. Butler’s visions of the future, however, tend to be markedly pessimistic. As Hoda M. Zaki concludes in her 1990 study of Butler’s SF: ‘Butler believes that human nature is fundamentally violent and therefore flawed’ (1990, 241) and that ‘the relationship between ruler and ruled is never egalitarian (…) but is always a matter of dominance and submission consistent with her essentialist view of human nature’ (1990, 242). Significantly, these concerns are as easily identified in Kindred as they are in Butler’s more overtly futuristic SF, this novel leaving us similarly ‘uneasy’ about the ‘relationship between the empowered and powerless’ (Crossley 1988, xi). 

My argument is thus that Kindred may be considered an Afrofuturist text because of the collapse of future into present that Butler facilitates in this text. In fact, while Afrofuturist SF is often overtly concerned with the future, in drawing on the diasporic experience of African-Americans much of it may enact precisely that collapsing of future, present and past that Hollinger identifies in contemporary SF. Exploring Kindred from this perspective is thus an important project because otherwise, as Benjamin Robertson argues, ‘[Butler’s] involvement with science fiction is too often reduced to a meditation on (…) ahistorical notion[s], (…) and her concerns with American history are reduced to reimaginings of history with nothing new to offer’ (2010, 363). In opposition to this, Kindred invests American history with dynamic force because for Butler, the past is a mirror that reflects the future and we relegate it to the annals of ‘dead history’ at our peril.

Very briefly, throughout the novel Dana is repeatedly called into the past when the life of her white, slave-owning ancestor (Rufus Weylin) is threatened. She saves him and is then able to return to her own time only when her life is threatened. She reasons that she is called into the past not only to save Rufus, but to ensure the birth of her great-great-grandmother, Hagar Weylin, Rufus’s child by one of his slaves, thus ensuring her own birth. Butler uses this mechanism to reveal similarities between the past and the present and, although she does allow for some progress to have been made in the present with regard to racism and sexism, the overarching impression with which one is left at the end of the novel is that separating past, present and future discourages us from seeing the perpetuation of prejudices through time. In her discussion of slavery Tina Chanter suggests much the same thing, writing that ‘The view that slavery is in the past, and that this past has nothing to do with us, amounts to a denial that the past matters or that it has continuing effects’ (2001, 20-21). Like Butler, Chanter argues that slavery, and the prejudices associated with it, are an omnipresent force in patrilinear, hegemonic time and one cannot therefore treat this phenomenon as if it is ‘over’. With this in mind, I focus my reading of Kindred on Dana’s present and trace the echoes of ‘slavery’ in the now; my argument is that the continued existence of prejudice in the now is ominous and undermines the future guaranteed by the Emancipation Proclamation. I discuss the ways in which Butler infuses the present with futurity and then focus my investigation on that aspect of Dana’s present which resonates with the most disturbing echoes of the past: her relationship with her white husband. It is these resonances which continue from the past into the present, together with the fact that this present is infused with futurity, that imply Butler’s pessimism about the future in general.

Throughout the text Butler invests Dana’s present with a sense of futurity using various strategies, the most obvious of which is the fact that as she spends more and more time in the past, her present is increasingly coded not only as the slaves’ future but as hers too. With this in mind, it is significant that the novel begins with Dana’s already having been dislocated in time, encouraging the reader to associate her confusion and alienation with an unstable and threatening present/future: she drifts in and out of consciousness in hospital, her arm having been ‘magically’ amputated during her last trip from the past. This tableau is significant because although her experience of slavery in the past has been life threatening, arguably the most serious injury Dana sustains in the novel occurs in the present/future, undermining the notion that this is a protected, safe space and foregrounding the disenchantment Butler, and many other authors of speculative neo-slave narratives feel about post-Civil Rights America (Dubey, 2010 781). For the rest of the novel most of the narrative takes place in the past and here Dana is woven into a network of relationships and experiences that are complex and provocative. As opposed to this, the episodes in the present are short, jarring interruptions in which Dana has no purposeful contact with other people, apart from Kevin. This exacerbates the sense that she is alienated from things in the present. Those people who do appear are nameless and faceless, such as the policemen and Dana’s cousin. And the fact that all dialogue is drawn from Dana’s memory further unsettles the immediate importance of the present. 

It is also telling that Dana eventually feels so at odds with her present that she is relieved to return to the Weylin plantation, calling it ‘home’ (190) and acknowledging that she is ‘losing [her] place here in [her] own time’ (191). During those periods when she does return to the present/future, she is afraid to drive and finds the technology in 1976 increasingly alien so that her ‘visits’ to the present are suffused with negativity and a sense of impending danger. Together, these devices unsettle the safety of Dana’s present and invest it with a futurity that is foreboding. And Dana’s own acknowledgment of her displacement in time is significant because it foregrounds the fact that, as a direct result of the legacy of slavery, she feels that she belongs nowhere. Her opening line, ‘The trouble began long before June 9, 1976, when I became aware of it,’ is thus telling. This is an ambiguous statement because the reader is not sure whether Dana is referring to the echoes of slavery that resound in the present or whether she is referring to her time travelling (given that the 9th of June is when she first goes back). Either way, it indicates her recognition that, as a black woman, she has no place as an agent in the now. Writing in 1981, Annis Pratt suggests that
[w]omen’s fiction manifests alienation from normal concepts of time and space precisely because the presentation of time by persons on the margins of day-to-day life inevitably deviates from ordinary chronology and because those excluded from the agora are likely to perceive normal settings from phobic perspectives. (1981:11)
This observation is borne out in Kindred in which Butler evidences an awareness of and sensitivity to this second wave feminist issue. Dana’s position is marginal on two counts, her race and her gender; her experience of time is thus ‘other’ and allows Butler to collapse the past and future into the present because Dana’s position in time remains essentially the same: there is neither an acceptable role for her in history, nor is there one in her present/future if the norms that govern patrilinear time remain unchallenged. Dana will thus continue to be excluded from the agora as long as black women are subordinate in American white culture. 

Butler foregrounds the shape of this dystopic present/future with great deftness and subtlety through Dana’s relationship with Kevin. The book opens after Dana’s last return journey, during which her arm is amputated. While in the hospital, she is questioned by the police who ask if her husband hurt her and her response is: ‘“My fault, not Kevin’s”’ (9). This brief statement reveals the role she accepts throughout the book, privileging her husband’s needs, experiences and traumas over her own. This same sentiment is echoed not half a page later when she asks if he is all right, dismissing the loss of her arm as secondary to establishing the extent of his trauma. Earlier in the story a similar moment occurs between the husband and wife. Midway through the novel Kevin is touching Dana when she travels through time and so is transported with her, becoming stranded in the past when she returns to the present. Because time passes more slowly in the present, Kevin has been in the past for a number of years before Dana finally rescues him, and they are able to return to the present this time only because Dana is almost beaten to death. Again, Dana puts aside the dangerous physical abuse she has suffered in order to comfort him (194), even though she thinks to herself, ‘his white skin had saved him from much of the trouble I had faced’ (191). Perhaps her choice to comfort him would be understandable if Butler did not characterise his behaviour here as a petulant tantrum: Kevin slams doors (190), ignores Dana, stalks away (190), knocks a cup violently off the shelf, breaking it (194) and then gives Dana a ‘look of hatred’ (195). His behaviour suggests that he expects her to prioritise his experience and her response indicates she believes this too. Unfortunately, although there are moments throughout the novel when Kevin supports Dana, these are not enough to offset his often self-centred behaviour. 

Although one could read Dana’s comforting of Kevin as indicative of her strength and resilience, I find her constant deference to him problematic, to the extent that it undermines the liberatory trajectory other scholars identify in the novel. As Crossley suggests,
In some ways the most problematic white man in Kindred is not the Maryland slave owner but the liberated, modern Californian married to Dana. Kevin Franklin is a good man. He loves Dana, loathes the chattel system that governs every feature of antebellum life in Maryland, and works on the underground- railroad during the period when he is trapped in the past. Yet he is by gender and race implicated in the supremacist culture. (1988, xix) 

It is this aspect of Kevin that encourages a pessimistic view of the future: he is the novel’s example of a good, liberated white man. He loves and marries Dana and yet throughout the text Butler’s language makes us uneasy about him. Because Dana recounts her story in a series of flashbacks, one cannot state with any certainty whether her first description of Kevin is influenced by her negative experiences of white men in 1819 or not, but it remains telling. The novel begins with their moving into a new apartment and when she asks him to help her unpack, she says ‘He gave me a look that I knew wasn’t as malevolent as it seemed. He had the kind of pale, almost colourless eyes that made him seem distant and angry whether he was or not’ (13). Butler pointedly foregrounds Kevin’s colour/colourlessness in this moment, suggesting that Dana marks his colour at the same time as she recognises his resentment, connecting it with the superior position he assumes. The tableau also reveals Kevin’s (possibly subconscious) belief that Dana, a woman, should be responsible for the menial task of ‘settling in’ while he, the white man, enjoys the privilege of closing his door to write, even though he is ‘either loafing or thinking because [Dana doesn’t] hear his typewriter’ (12). 

The fact that he is white and male encourages Kevin to assume certain privileges even though it is 1976 and he is ‘liberated’ enough to have married a black woman. What Butler suggests is that, although the overt racism and sexism of 1819 might no longer be practised in 1976, these prejudices remain and have been so subtly interwoven into everyday interactions that one is no longer aware of them; unfortunately, as Carl Freedman observes, ‘the crossing of oppression with domestic intimacy and mundane routine makes such oppression in some ways difficult to visualise and hence to conceptualise [so that] sexism and the struggle against it take place literally everywhere, but thus, in a certain sense, nowhere in particular’ (Freedman 2000, 132). Therefore, although Dana should acknowledge this sexist oppression for what it is in order to defy it, where Kevin is concerned she seems to remain blind, even as Butler foregrounds this aspect of Kevin’s behaviour for the reader. 

There is potential for this to shift in the last part of the novel when Dana notices that Kevin has adopted certain Weylin characteristics: she observes that ‘he did sound a little like Rufus and Tom Weylin’ (190) and that ‘the expression on his face was like something I’d seen, something I was used to seeing on Tom Weylin. Something closed and ugly’ (194). These echoes of the Weylins in Kevin worry her, proving correct her earlier concerns that ‘[a] place like this would endanger him (because) if he survived here, it would be because he managed to tolerate the life’ (77). The Weylins are brutal men and she does not want Kevin to be influenced by them, but she does not recognise that his behaviour in 1976 evidences traces of the entitlement and privilege the Weylins accept as their due. Butler seems to suggest that it is these traces in Kevin in 1976 that make it so easy for him to adapt to the life of a white man in 1819. It is also important that, although Dana notices the changes in Kevin, she does not confront him about them and the potential for resistance and change thus comes to nothing. This is one of the most problematic aspects of this novel: that Dana recognises negative aspects of her situation but does not translate these realisations into resistance. 

Butler explores this again in Dana’s response to Kevin’s assuming ‘ownership’ of her in 1819 in order to protect her from the worst degradations suffered by the slaves. Dana feels that this detail changes the dynamic between them and she admits that, ‘[she] felt almost as though [she] really was doing something shameful, happily playing whore for [her] supposed owner’ (97) when she sleeps with her husband. However, even though she is acutely aware of the subservient position she assumes in the past, she does not translate this realisation into an acknowledgement that her role is not that different from the one she plays in 1976. In 1976 Kevin claims the space he needs to write but Dana, who also wants to write, is responsible for housework and takes on menial jobs to earn money, describing the work she does thus: ‘I was working out of a casual labour agency – we regulars called it a slave market. (…) [We were] non-people rented (out)’ (52-53). While Dana might use the term flippantly, it is no mistake that Butler describes the agency as a slave market, implying that on some level Dana may feel she is ‘sold’ to support Kevin who does not support her ambitions in equal measure.

Significantly, in foregrounding Kevin’s inability to understand Dana’s point of view, Butler undermines the supposed progress of the future. As a liberated man from 1976, Kevin is sympathetic to the plight of the slaves and sensitive to injustice, which makes his automatic assumption of supremacy that much more frightening. This is reflected in an episode in the past when Kevin expresses wonder at being able to go ‘West’ and witness the founding of America. Dana responds bitterly that the West is ‘“where they’re doing it to the Indians instead of the Blacks!”’ and he merely ‘[looks] at [her] strangely’ (97) because he cannot empathise with her anger. Although he witnesses first-hand the suffering and brutalisation of the slaves, his position is such that he is always distanced from it; for Kevin, a privileged, white male, patrilinear history is not a wholly destructive force that needs to be resisted wholesale. It is problematic that Dana does not persist here and attempt to change his mind because this seems to indicate a tacit acknowledgement that his point of view is valid.

Dana’s inability to extricate herself from her position of powerlessness and subservience to white men finds its most painful expression in her last interactions with Rufus. In those final moments when he is about to rape her, Dana’s emotions are conflicted: she both loves and loathes him. We are told that, lying in his arms, she ‘realised how easy it would be for [her] to continue to be still and forgive him even this. So easy, in spite of all [her] talk’ (260). Even having seen and experienced violent brutality at Rufus’s hands, she finds it difficult to kill him. Where scholars focus on Dana’s act of androcide as one of resistance and liberation, I find that her confusion saturates this episode with uncomfortable ambiguity, and a peculiar pathos; Butler does not allow Dana an easy resolution because, to a certain degree, she is complicit in her powerlessness. Benjamin Robertson writes that Kindred encourages an awareness that
Black women are subordinate to power that accrues to two modalities of the flesh they do not express: whiteness and maleness. (…) Being a black woman in the United States (…) makes that individual subject to something else that is a combination of racism and sexism in which neither one nor the other takes absolute precedence; moreover, the effects of each buttress and magnify the other. (2010, 370)
I agree with this and suggest that Dana’s relationships with the men in this book reveal a woman so intricately woven into her subordinate position by the pervasive and powerful patrilinear forces of racism and sexism combined, that she is unable to produce acts of real resistance even when she recognises that they are necessary.

Her inability to resist patrilinear authority is also reflected in the fact that, even though she is able to time travel and therefore to change the past (possibly revolutionising the present and future), she does not conceive of this as a possibility; instead she treats both national and personal history as immutable. As critic Linh Hua argues, ‘Dana’s investment in speculative time and patriarchal history at the start of her travels positions her solidly within a circuit of sentimental exchange that predetermines her resolve’ (2011, 404). Hua uses the term ‘speculative time’ to describe the patrilinear, capitalist time I discussed earlier. Her argument is that because Dana is unable to shake off the authority of patrilinear time and the history it creates, she is unable to resist the authority that positions her as subordinate. Because of this, she does not question the direction history must take: her female ancestor, Alice, must be raped by Rufus in order to produce Dana’s line. Dana therefore sets about ensuring that this rape takes place. Hua is correct in identifying this is a crucial problem in the novel, and one elided by most criticism which focuses on Dana’s ‘liberatory’ escape from slavery rather than Alice’s suffering it (Hua 2011, 399). She condemns Dana, suggesting that her ‘most significant act of family loyalty [is her] unwavering investment in white patriarchy as the bearer of history, and her subsequent role in establishing and perpetuating Rufus’s role as patriarch through his act of rape’ (2011, 399).  

Because Dana does not resist the authority of patrilinear history and time, she is unable to change anything in the past for the better. Although she refuses to suffer the final indignity of rape and kills Rufus, this act of self-defence is not enough to establish her as an agent, nor does it excuse her accountability for Alice’s rape. The novel thus ends with the feeling that little has changed after Dana’s fantastic journey: Alice’s rape is historical fact. Records show that the Weylin slaves were not granted their freedom. Dana remains alienated from her African-American family in 1976 and she remains married to Kevin, a white man whose welfare she prioritises over her own. The only positive thing to come out of the experience is that Dana finally writes a book, the story we have just read. This is soured however, because throughout the text Butler insists that the translation of the lived experience of slavery into any kind of narrative diminishes its brutality and encourages we who live in the present/future, to explore it from the safe distance of voyeurs (Hampton 2006, 105; Wagers 2009, 24). Dana’s act of writing thus becomes the same ineffectual mediation of slavery into spectacle that she herself recognises in her response to contemporary television shows and books dealing with slavery. 

Finally, Butler therefore leaves the reader with the uneasy sense that nothing has changed – nor will it. Because the legacy of slavery exists in the present, and is so embedded in the fabric of Dana’s everyday life, her future is contaminated and predetermined by the shape of the past. As Orwell suggests, those who control the past, control the future – and those who control the present, control the past: Dana, and her descendants, may thus be trapped in a temporal cycle in which repeated prejudices limit their experience until either Dana, or those who follow her, stage a resistance that definitively disrupts the white, patriarchal authority of linear time and history. 

My contention in this article has thus been that Butler’s use of time travel, and Dana’s resultant dislocation in time, enables Butler to collapse Dana’s present and future into one temporal space in which Dana is characterised as the Other. This alienation and othering that occurs in the present, which is directly attributed to the continuation of the prejudices associated with slavery, enables me to read Butler’s disavowal of the utopic promise of ‘the future’ in this text. If, for Butler, the future is a mirror that reflects history, this text suggests that post-Civil Rights, and Feminist Liberation Movement, America is – and will continue to be – a disappointment. Butler calls for a far greater resistance to the continuing white patrilinear culture in which the West is embedded if an Afrofuturist future is to be ‘reclaimed’ from the whitewashed visions that presently dominate SF. As Sherryl Vint suggests, ‘Unlike the Campbellian extrapolative method, which creates a new vision of the future centred around a novum (usually a technological innovation), [Kindred requires] us to acknowledge that singular innovations are not sufficient to transform a profoundly interconnected social world’ (2007, 246). For Butler, the future thus remains bleak until the structure of the social world is revolutionised and the ranks of empowered and powerless are finally dismantled.

Note:
1: It is important to note that Nahin’s, Barr’s and Attebery’s comments do not describe the entirety of feminist SF. Even during the early years there were female authors who refuted the claim that the ‘hard sciences’ were not for women. Certainly, on the one hand there is the tradition of feminist utopian SF that tends towards worlds in which technology is ‘evil’ and ‘patriarchal’ and women must create peaceful lives, living in perfect symbiosis with nature (Sally M. Gearheart’s The Wanderground [1985] and Suzy McKee Charnas’s first Holdfast novel [1974] are examples of this). But there is also a body of writing in which female authors ‘explore how new technologies could change social relations’ (Yaszek 2009, 237). In this SF, science is not shunned but claimed and practised by female characters in direct defiance of the male moratorium on women in science.
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